
Albert Spear Hitchcock (1865–1935) 

Albert Spear Hitchcock became Assistant Chief of the 

USDA’s Division of Agrostology in 1901. His prior 

experience included curating the Missouri Botanical 

Garden herbarium, teaching botany at both Washington 

University (St. Louis, Missouri) and Kansas State 

Agricultural College (Manhattan, Kansas), and botanical 

exploration of the West Indies.1 

In 1905, Hitchcock and his colleague Charles V. Piper 

decided to exchange responsibilities at the Division of 

Agrostology, and Hitchcock took over the Division’s Grass 

Herbarium.2 Agnes Chase later related – to illustrate how 

“his devotion to [the Grass Herbarium] was demonstrated 

even before he came to be in charge of it” –  that when 

Piper turned down the chance to purchase Lamson-

Scribner’s private herbarium in 1905, Hitchcock purchased 

it himself, and in 1913 sold it to the government for the 

same price he had paid Lamson-Scribner.3  

In 1928, Hitchcock was appointed principal botanist in charge of Systematic Agrostology.4  

He devoted himself to the taxonomy of grasses, publishing numerous revisions of grass 

genera and regional grass floras.5 Hitchcock filled over 45 field notebooks during 

extensive plant collection expeditions, visiting “every state in the Union,” as well as 

locales throughout Asia, Africa, Central and South America, Canada, the Caribbean, and 

Europe.6 A true “plant hunter,” Hitchcock’s devotion to botanical collection is best 

illustrated by this account of his methods during a collecting trip in the Gulf: 

I waded through water almost up to my knees, pushed my wheelbarrow, 

and still managed to keep my collection dry. The mosquitoes were very bad. 

I had to put on my coat, put cheesecloth around my head and a pair of extra 

socks on my hands. My shoes had worn through and my feet were 

blistered.... But, for all the discomforts, the collecting was magnificent, and I 

felt fully repaid.7 

Early in his career at the USDA, Hitchcock formed a collaborative working relationship 

with Agnes Chase, and the two published many influential works on grasses, together and 

separately. Hitchcock is best remembered today as the author of the authoritative Manual 

of the Grasses of the United States, first published in 1935. In a tribute to Hitchcock 
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written after his death, it was said “his love of the grasses was so spontaneous and so 

strong that he never wasted an opportunity to extend his knowledge of them.”8 
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